And his life in the dark labyrinths of the unconscious fascinates him, for it challenges the alleged supremacy of the rational and mechanical. The writer, as writer, enjoys nothing more than posing contradiction against contradiction and attempting to resolve them in a "higher" synthesis, which in turn will generate further contradictions. Cradled in the inscrutable, suckled on mysteries which cannot be put into words, however subtle and evocative, he is no confident dogmatist, no crusading propagandist. There is more between heaven and earth and in the unfathomable soul than the authors of the Communist Manifesto were aware of. The artist is himself a bundle of contradictions. He studies Freud and in part follows his counsel to look within, for like Coleridge he knows that he cannot hope from outward forms to gain the vision and the faith that must come from within. And he knows this first, because he is tremendously interested in the life of dreams, the ambivalence of the unconscious, the conflicting desires that torment him, the symbols that arise out of the murky, turbulent depths; and second, because he is determined that no aspect of life shall escape his relentless scrutiny.
Hence the persistence with which Communist critics attack what they call the middle-class ideology of Freudianism. But Freudianism cannot be thrust out of the way by simply invoking class co-ordinates-unless the Marxists are to argue that since everything is social the contents of the unconscious are also social in character, or unless they are to argue that these contents are the product of theosophy, not science. This will never do, how-76 ever, for while the instinctual energy whose tortuous course Freud tracked down to its source may be modified by social influences, its fundamental desire for gratification remains unaltered. There is the world of sex, the lunar cycle, the rhythm of the menstrual period, dream and myth, neuroses and creative hunger, symbol and memory, consciousness and the oceanic tides of the unconscious.
And there is, too, at all times, the mysterious cosmos without and the problem of man's relation to it. Man who dwells on this earth for but an ephemeral span-what does he make of it all? What God shall he acknowledge and how shall he worship Him? What shall he make of death that daily threatens his extinction and that has undone billions upon billions before him? Hence his feeling of loneliness and his star-crossed metaphysical pilgrimage, his sorrowful journey to the end of night: a journey, a pilgrimage, which leads him not only to the flaming abysses of the inferno but also to Pisgah-heights of vision. Joyce was profoundly influenced by Freud and Jung; Franz Kafka had read both Freud and Kierkegaard. Are they to be condemned as decadents simply because they do not conform to the Marxist Weltanschauung? On the contrary, such writers, precisely because they are free from ideological bias, the distorting simplifications introduced by dialectial materialism, see more deeply and more truly into the tragic heart of things. Neither decadents nor propagandists, they are the profound seers of the world of art, the clairvoyants of the inner life of man, bearing the burden of the unintelligible mystery. They tell all that they know and see and feel, no matter how revolting these disclosures seem to our egocentric pride: the contradictions, the irrationality, the hatred, the madness, the evil, the unspeakable horror, as well as the grandeur and the beauty, the laughter and goodness and ecstasy.
Nor need such piercing insights incapacitate the writer from sympathizing intensely with the plight of the poor and the suffering of society. Mter all, he is not the one who grinds the faces of the poor; he is not on the side of the vicious forces of greed and evil. By telling the truth with all the resources of art at his command, he becomes, in Shelley's phrase, the unacknowledged legislator of the world. If, nevertheless, he belongs to no party and advocates no political system, it is because he realizes all too clearly that life, under the best of regimes, is bound to be difficult and dangerous, painful, fraught with tragedy, since in the end all flesh must tum to dust. He does not write proletarian or democratic or fascist poetry but poetry that is universal in scope and significance, work that transcends the timebound categories of politics and the shibboleths of class consciousness.
Intellectual beliefs are not the generators of value in poetry. Take the great writers of the past, how many of them have believed in the most amazing medley of ideas! What a cross-section of human folly, fanaticism, idealism, realism, classicism, collectivism, worship of Nature, humanism, paganism, primitivism, despair and ecstasy, blank pessimism, and frenzied faith in some golden age! This very diversity of aspiration and feeling testifies to the profound humanity of the artist, his intransigent individuality. The Marxists who would arbitrarily relate the writer to the socio-economic conditions of his age and transform him into a mouthpiece of revolutionary doctrine, have caught hold of only a partial and therefore misleading truth. For while the mind of the writer is unquestionably moulded by the conflicts of his time, such "conditioning, fails to explain his originality and uniqueness as an artist, the particular element of universality he shadows fort:.p.. It also fails to account for the fact that writers born in the same period react differently, strikingly so, to the culture of their age. For that matter the writer is subjected to a streaming multiplicity of influences: climatic, glandular, scientific, religious, ideological, technological, environmental, as well as narrowly economic. And none of these influences alone is sufficient to account for the miracle that is art. One poet, a Gerard Manley Hopkins, found creative sustenance in the mystery of Godhood pervading all things and wrote with impassioned sensuousness about his mystical visions at a time when the Darwinian revolution was shaking the foundations of Victorian England. George Bernard Shaw became a socialist and a creative evolutionist. William Butler Yeats was attracted by alchemy and theosophy. E. E. Cummings, in the next generation, takes refuge in the privacy of the soul and celebrates the aliveness of individual being. Robinson Jeffers preaches a cosmic pessimism. T. S. Eliot becomes an Anglo-Catholic. W. H. Auden leaves Freudianism and Marxism behind him and turns to Kierkegaardian existentialism for a new source of faith.
One of the most unscrupulous bids for power in the intellectual realm is represented by the Communist attempt to set up a four-square system of aesthetics on the economic foundations established by Marxism. It is a crudely abstract and naively reasoned, but fanatically dogmatic, system of categorical imperatives. The writings of the founders of Communism have as much bearing on aesthetics as Esperanto and Newton's laws of motion. Take a volume like Literature and Art, by Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, just published, which consists of excerpts relating to literature and art drawn from the work of these two worthies. Where Marx comments intelligently and discerningly on literature-novels he has read-he is emphatically not a Marxist, except perhaps in his professional preference for works with a revolutionary content. When he ponderously endeavours to trace the influence of economic forces on literary ideology he is not a critic at all but a militant economist with a huge Teutonic axe to grind. It is really extraordinary that this sort of metaphysical abracadabra should be taken seriously as offering valid criteria for the concrete analysis and appraisal of works of art.
Page after page in Literature and Art gives us tedious arguments on how the economic structure of society forms the real foundation of the legal and political superstructure to which definite forms of social and aesthetic consciousness are supposed to correspond. This incredibly muddled psy-chology of aesthetics is enough to drive one mad. To announce that social being determines consciousness is to say exactly nothing-certainly nothing capable of being applied to the creative process and the aesthetic response. This is the kind of aesthetic the Marxist literary critics would impose on us for our own salvation, an aesthetic based on the belief that an age and its art are best understood by an examination of the fundamental conflict between the social forces of production and the relations of production. How helpful is such a doctrine, such a method? What is the critic to do with the knowledge that ideologies and presumably aesthetic philosophies as well are only economic reflexes? How does all this apply to such works as The Divine Comedy, Faust, Hamlet, The Brothers Karamazov, M oby Dick, Prometheus Unbound, Paradise Lost? Confusion is worse confounded by the admission that ideological conceptions can in turn react upon the economic foundation and modify it, though this is never clearly and fully worked out. What the Marxist repeats again and again, as though by bedeviled obsession, is the thesis that all men, including writers and scientists, are conditioned by the economic forces of their age. This is the stone which the Marxists would pass off on us as nourishing bread. It is perfectly comprehensible why numerous writers, after a short period of ideological infatuation, angrily revolted against this sterile nonsense. In one section of Literature and Art Marx concedes that some periods of highest artistic development stand in no direct causal relation to the general development of society, but the general relation of art as a whole to the general development of society is considered indisputable. But this is to state no more than a grand truism: namely that the writer is necessarily constrained to work with the materials and myths furnished by his age and cannot go beyond it. Greek mythology, for example, is not suited to the needs of a poet in a technological age. But in the total history of the complex development of art what does this amount to? The transformation of the poetic metaphor from primitive to scientific and technological times can also be viewed, as it is by Freud in Totem and Taboo, through the psychological perspective, without dragging in economic factors.
When it comes to the actual discussions of a novel, Engels is much more discriminating than Marx and makes many revealing remarks to the effect that however important T endenzromane may be, the political views of the author should be hidden and implicit rather than overt. And he cites Balzac as a novelist who remorselessly dissects the decadence and corruption of France, without riding any particular ideological hobby-horse. That is why, declares Engels frankly, he has learned more from Balzac than from the professional historians and economists of the period. Engels demonstrates that, in literary criticism, he is not a docile Marxist: he reiterates the important point that it is not incumbent upon the author to furnish a clear-cut vision of the future social order or to take sides militantly. In short, the best refutation of the absurd excesses of Marxist criticism is to return to the original source and read what Marx and Engels actually wrote on aesthetics.
The Marxist disciples, however, keep on insisting that literature cannot be considered in and for itself, since to do so is to resurrect the ghost of art for art's sake. Literature, they aggressively maintain, stems from the social context and · has social consequences. Yet it should be obvious by this time that such considerations throw no light on the central problem of literary evaluation. Though art has its roots in society, it cannot be appreciated or understood in strictly socio-economic terms, just as society cannot be adequately appraised in purely literary or aesthetic terms. Each discipline builds up its own method and criteria of judgment. The writer whose object is tq suggest the intrinsic quality of experience, its sensuous immediacy and rich complexity, is neither for nor against, neither reactionary nor progressive. He goes beyond such abstractions to the refractory, incommunicable reality. He is never faced with two alternatives but with a host of possibilities. Conflict is his native element; the resolution of conflict the secret of his art. It is important to stress this aspect of the creative process, since the demand that the writer participate in the political struggles of his time is still strong. T. S. Eliot is right in his contention that poetry, whatever else it may strive to do, must have value primarily as poetry.
The stubborn paradox persists: T . S. Eliot and Gerard Manley Hopkins, regardless of their political orientation, produce noble poetry, whereas most of Mayakovsky's work is strident, party-bound propaganda. What the Marxist propagandists forget or cannot see is that only by virtue of its primary appeal as poetry, its profound imaginative impact, can poetry have moral, political, religious, economic, and other implications. Necessarily so, since it like fiction encompasses all of life; but the poetry, and not its sociological source or derivative, is the thing that counts supremely. This aesthetic criterion does not circumscribe the range of the poet's vision; he has the whole vast ocean of experience to disport in. Yet an English critic like Philip Henderson, in The Poet and Society, quaintly assumes that the truth is known: Marx has formulated it and anyone who resists the Marxist persuasion is, ipso facto, a downright reactionary. We are no longer satisfied, he pontifically asserts, "to evaluate a writer's work purely as a contribution to literature as such, but we find ourselves asking what attitude to society is implicit in his work-what, in fact, his work means in practice. For at the moment that consideration is more important to us than any other." Which is a frank confession that he like other Marxist critics in England and the United States, is willing to resort to argument by expediency, to run the risk of substituting political and economic dogmas for aesthetic standards, on the ground that the end justifies the means.
During the worst of the depression with its revolutionary impetus, "proletarian" poets tried to make the best of both worlds: the dying world of bourgeois culture with its sensibility and complexity, and the new, vital humanistic culture that the dictatorship of the proletariat was about to inaugurate. W. H. Auden, an extraordinarily fertile experimentalist using rhythms in new and ingenious ways, introducing conversational interludes, jazz strains, free association, the irrationality of the unconscious, Freudian images and dream symbols-Auden tried to drive home the lesson that the middle class was about to be obliterated. The Dance of Death) a poetic drama wirtten in collaboration with Christopher Isherwood, was Marxist through and through in its surrealist symbolism, even to the appearance of Karl Marx to announce the death of bourgeois society. But Auden, a genuine poet, was equally concerned about other aspects of life and his most distinctive contribution, now that it can be judged in the perspective of distance, was to portray in lively, frankly subjective verses, the acute dilemma of intellectuals caught between the fires of two worlds and yet striving desperately to retain their integrity. But if Auden did not compromise himself too far in his political commitments, other writers during the depression went the whole hog: joined the Party or else became vociferous fellow travellers. In The Coming Struggle for Power) John Strachey sounded the call to revolution and the demise of capitalism. In Literature and Dialectical Materialism he applied Marxist principles to modern literature. Edgell Rickward, editor of Left Review) zealously promulgated the doctrine that all art is propaganda. The most stalwart proponent of proletarian poetry was the Scottish poet Hugh MacDiarmid.
Since he is a true poet, his poetry at its best is uninfected by the proletarian craze. He has brought back to poetry an earthy simplicity and poignant directness of statement, a lyric freshness and force that has well-nigh been strangled by the contemporary cult of ambiguity and clever allusiveness. There is, to be sure, no reason why a Communist cannot write powerful, moving poetry. It all depends on what relation exists between his political faith and his creative method. When he versifies Marxist dogma, he is not composing poetry. When he writes poetry, he is not paying tribute to Marxist doctrine. Hugh MacDiarmid is one of the few poets intensely sympathetic to the Communist cause who do not degenerate into "proletarian" poets. His poems on nature and love, on sky and sea and star, on the Scottish landscapes and the people he admires, have no trace of his political obsession. Even in his eulogistic "First Hymn to Lenin," there is no intrusion of dialectical argument. Lenin is hailed as the modern Christ, since he boldly accomplished what Christ failed to achieve. Now that Lenin has released the elemental force of justice, life may come into its own. As for the horrors perpetrated to complete the revolution, MacDiarmid echoes the convenient Communist rationalization: the end justifies the means.
As necessary, and insignificant, as death Wi a' its agonies in the cosmos still The Cheka horrors are in their degree; And'll end suner! What maitteres't wha we kill To lessen that foulest murder that deprives Maist men o real lives! In other words, these political murders are necessary and justified in the light of the goal striven for and finally achieved, the liberation of the human race. And MacDiarmid is perfectly sincere! The Marxist aesthetic will not die; it crops up in the most unlikely places at the most unexpected times. In Perspectives for Poetry ( 1944), we have another propagandistic pamphlet, less vulgarly militant than some of the Marxist screeds in the past, yet it repeats the millenia! faith in the masses, the belief that literature is inescapably propaganda, and the conviction that art is a function of society. Whatever conflicts are generated in the womb of capitalism inevitably find their expression in the work of the poets, who are an integral part of society. This method of correlating history and poetry, literature and social change, is regarded as an infallible touchstone. The critic who uses it can never go wrong.
To trace a step-by-step correspondence between social-historical conditions and poetic expression is foolish and inept. Too often the individual poet is judged in terms of his conformity to Marxist dogma, his treatment of individualism for example, his attitude toward the class conflicts of his day. If he is lyrical and introspective, he has not resolved his inner dualism; if he grapples with the crucial issues of his day then he is on the road to creative fulfilment, a poet of tremendous social significance, especially if his proposed solution is the dialectically correct one. What constitutes the unpardonable sin for the Marxist critic is seeming passivity in the face of the mounting crisis. Equally unforgivable, as in the case of Auden, is the neglect of "objective Reality" (whatever that may be) in favour of a preoccuption with Freudian neurotic symptoms. Stephen Spender is condemned for being too sensitively concerned with striking the personal note. C. Day Lewis remains too abstractly conceptual. It is hard to see what such formulations, or fulminations, have to do with literary criticism, how they help to illuminate the poetic problem or evaluate the specific quality of a poem or body of poetry. Led by Dylan Thomas and the Apocalypse, the poets have revolted against this political madness. The stress is now on organic awareness, the private vision, the revelations of the unconscious. Lawrence's phoenix is resurrected, and the contemporary poet now eagerly turns to religion and myth, the dream world and the fabulous unconscious for his source of inspiration and as a means of escaping the blight of the political emphasis.
Under pressure the Marxist critics have been forced to abandon the absurd theory that there is an invariant relationship between good art and correct political thinking. This is the fallacy that has vitiated Marxist aes-.thetics: the assumed rigid correspondence between politics and literature. There is no substitute for talent, for the patient mastery of technique ; and talent and technique have nothing to do with questions of political orthodoxy. But whatever compromises the Marxist critic may be willing to make, inevitably, if he is orthodox in his views, he will come back to the relation of the writer to the class conflict. That is the heart of the Marxist aesthetic, its distinguishing trade mark. Invariably, no matter what strategy the Marxist critic employs, he is convinced that the writer enlarges and vitalizes his creative potentialities by actively participating in the class struggle. What the Marxist propagandist forgets is that the poet is just as strongly opposed to Communist domination as to any other kind of "co-ordination" by the state. The writers who know what they are about are not fooled by these slogans about the class struggle and the classless society. The notion that dialectical materialism is in accord with the forward movement of life itself is so much mystical moonshine.
What is wrong with Marxist aesthetics is not the noun but the conditioning adjective, which tends to swallow the noun. The conjunction of the two is a contradiction in terms. Imperialist in its pretensions, Marxism endeavours to formulate a morphology of culture as well as a dynamic interpretation of politics and economics. Literature and art are needed as adjuncts to implement the dictatorship of the proletariat. It is not to be wondered at that the aesthetics of dialectical materialism, when literally applied, culminate in arrant confusion. Plekhanov, in Art and Society, argues that the modern writer will not find inspiration «in a sound idea if he seeks to defend the bourgeoisie in its struggle against the proletariat." The crushing answer to such a pronouncement is that the creative writer does not think or work in terms of class categories, abstractions which he finds meaningless. His interest is in human beings and their concrete, living experiences. The Novel and the People, by Ralph Fox, declares that "the future of the English novel and therefore the solution to the problems which vex the English novelist lies precisely in Marxism with its artistic formula of a 'socialist realism' which shall unite and revitalize the forces of the Left in literature." Ralph Fox sees no reason why the writer cannot be a confirmed Marxist and an honest artist at one and the same time, but the statement that "without Marxism, there is no approach to the essential truth which is the chief concern of the writer," cuts the ground from under our feet and betrays the absolutism of the Marxist critic.
The absurdities and excesses of Marxist criticism are now apparent. Preoccupation with the importance of the class struggle grows into an alldevouring obsession; literature is transformed into a handmaiden of revolutionary propaganda. Revolutionary writers are expected to make their observations, intuitions, experiences, and beliefs fit within the dialectical framework. The poet puts on a pair of Marxist spectacles and beholds nothing but what he is expected to behold, even if this means a drastic impoverishment of reality. Thus all art is interpreted, as in Christopher Caudwell's Illusion and Reality, in terms of class alignments. But the revolt against this dictatorship in the arts has been steadily gaining momentum. Important as economic factors are, the contemporary writer refuses any longer to act on the assumption that economic revolution will establish the Kingdom of Heaven on earth. Literature is undoubtedly influenced in some ways by the pressures of the age, but these affect only the outer shape or colouring a work takes. They have no bearing on the perennial motifs that literature sounds: hope, despair, love, the grandeur and insignificance of man, the incommunicable sense of loneliness, the precariousness of the human situation, the terror of the infinite, the metaphysical shudder at the approach of death. These are the timeless, universal elements of the great and enduring works of literature.
The age of radicalism in aesthetics is happily ended. The literary liberals are now a chastened, saner, if less exciting lot. They no longer measure literary values by the yardstick of political orthodoxy. They have discovered that art and human nature are far more complex than dialectical materialism made them out to be. They are disenchanted but free for other and more rewarding adventures of the spirit. Whatever new "religion" they espouse it will be with the liberating insight that Marxist categories are not applicable in the realm of literary values. And it is writers ·like Arthur Koestler who, by publicly confessing their past sins, help others to understand themselves and throw off the dead weight of an outlived and damaged allegiance. The Communist brethren may revile him as much as they please; they cannot detract from his essential sincerity and his indubitable talent. He is still groping for a synthesis; jettisoning the Marxist cargo has made him change his course, though he does not know as yet for which port to • head. Freudianism now engrosses him, Freudianism and the scientific method, but he is convinced that the effort to establish a more humane order will no longer be achieved by a bloody class war. The revolution, if it is to be effected, must take place within the heart. It is man who must be transformed as well as his institutions. Dictatorships, whether of the right or the left, are abominations and must stand accursed in the eyes of all free men. The dangers of absolute power are as great in the hands of a commissar as in those of a fascist ruler. There is the crucial problem that Plato wrestled with, and that is the problem the literary mind confronts so earnestly today. Whether or not it can offer a solution, the most original creative work in fiction and poetry and drama is being done by those who have been untouched by the Marxist contagion or by those who, like Koestler and Orwell, have succeeded in freeing themselves from it and asserting their independence as artists.
